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Luigi Dallapiccola's Sonatina Canonica: Neoclassicism ... or? 
Luigi Dallapiccola was the first Italian composer to engage fully with the twelve-note 
techniques of the Viennese composers; he had, however, studied with none of the 
members of the so-called "Viennese School." In fact, his move in the direction of se-
rial techniques of composition went very much against the tendency amongst ltalian 
composers during the 193 Os and early 1940s, which was strongly dominated by the 
neoclassical aesthetic. The key years in Dallapiccola's development of twelve-note 
techniques occurred during the period of the Second World War, when the composer 
was, for various reasons, in almost complete isolation in Florence and the surrounding 
area. However, immediately before embarking upon the composition ofhis first major 
"serial" work, the Liriche Greche, he composed a tonal pianopiece, the Sonatina 
Canonica, and some ofthe characteristics ofthis piece will be examined in this paper. 
In 1942, the composer made his first contacts with the Milan publishinghouse, Su-
vini Zerboni, specifically with its Director Paulo Giordani. Giordani wished at that 
time to publish an anthology of piano music by contemporary Italian composers 
which would fill the gap left by the foreign publications which were not available in 
wartime, and Dallapiccola therefore presented to Giordani a single-movement piano-
piece called Studio sul Capriccio no. 14 di Niccolo Paganini [Study on Capriccio 
No. 14 by Paganini]. This one-movement piece in E flat Major would eventually form 
the last part of a four-movement work which would be called Sonatina Canonica in 
E Fiat Major on 'Capricci' of Niccolo Paganini, which was published by Suvini Zer-
boni in 1946. The composer's aim in writing this Sonatina ... was quite clearly ex-
pressed in a letter which he wrote to Fedele D' Amico on 3 August 1946: 
"You ask about the 'Sonatina Canonica '? lt is a little series of trifles on various 
Paganini 'Capriccios'. Just as Liszt created a pianistic equiva/ent to the tech-
nique of Paganini, so within due proportions I wished to use a contrapuntal 
equivalent of the same technique, and the whole thing with on/y the s/ightest 
changes to the original harmony. By goodfortune, the piece is very difficult (it is 
dedicated to [Pietro] Scarpini) and there is no danger that it will be played by 
the girls in the Conservatoire." 1 
The reason for the enlargement of the single-movement Studio ... into a full-scale 
four-movement work with the title Sonatina Canonica is slightly ambiguous. In a wry 
comment which the composer made some years later, he said that he had seen the 
Studio ... published in a "Pianistic Anthology" which Suvini Zerboni had published, 
and expressed some distaste for the publication as a whole: 
1 Letter ofLuigi Dallapiccola to Fedele d'amico 3.8.1946, Dallapiccola Archive, Gabinetto Viesseux, 
Florence. 
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"/ was shown the published Anthology and I remember my disappointment that 
the composers, rather than 12 or 24, had become 89! And amongst these there 
were music critics who had taken from their bottom drawer pieces written -
probably many years earlier - during their student years, musicians whom it 
would be too much to describe as modest, friends of the editor of the Anthology. I 
remember that 1 was indignant, and I wrote to my wife to look in a certain 
drawer to see if there were still the Capricci which I had worked on in Borgunto. 
These still existed. And as soon as I got back to Florence I sent the three Ca-
pricci which, along with the one I had already worked on, constitute the 'Sonat-
ina Canonica in Eb Major'."2 
Strangely, these words of the composer do not seem to fit with the sequence of 
events which the correspondence between Dallapiccola and Paolo Giordani of Suvini 
Zerboni in fact reveals. On 22 July 1942 the composer asked Giordani how many 
composers were actually contributing to the "Album" of piano-pieces which Giordani 
was attempting to produce, and he expressed his great interest in the publication. lt is 
not clear when the Studio ... , which would form the fourth movement of the eventual 
Sonatina Canonica, was actually composed, given the composer's comment about the 
request to his wife to 'look in a certain drawer', that is to say, whether he composed 
the piece at some time between July, 1942 and October, 1943, or whether he had al-
ready composed the piece before the request came from Giordani. In any case, on 
31 October 1943, over a year after the letter mentioned above, Dallapiccola wrote 
once more to Giordani saying that he had still not received a copy of the Studio .. . and 
asking that publication should be held back in any case, as he had by then written a 
further Studio ... based on Paganini's Capriccio No. 20 (that is to say, the work which 
eventually became the first movement of Sonatina) , which he said was "more inter-
esting than the one already composed. "3 On 17 November 1943 he said that he had 
completed the whole of Sonatina and gave some details ofthe work, which reveal that 
it was indeed the work which was eventually published under that name. Finally, on 
10 August 1945, some two years after the completion of the Sonatina, he asked Gior-
dani whatever became of the original plan for an "Album" of pieces for piano by 
various composers. Perhaps the proliferation of the Studio .. . into the Sonatina might 
with some justification, be likened to that of Beethoven's contribution to Diabelli's 
publication into the füll flowering ofthe Diabelli Variations! 
The Capricci of Paganini on which the Sonatina is based are as follows: 
Movement 1: Allegro comodo - Allegro misurato: from Capricci 13 and 20. 
Movement 2: Largo: from Capriccio 19. 
Movement 3: Andante sostenuto: from Capriccio 11. 
Movement 4: Alla marcia; moderato: from Capricci 14, 9 and 17. 
2 Dallapiccola quoted in Sandro Perotti : lri da iri: analisi della musica strumentale di Dallapiccola: 
Guerini , Milan, 1988 
3 Letter of Luigi Dallapiccola to Paolo Giordani: 31.10.1943: Dallapiccola Archive, Gabinetto Vi-
esseux, Florence. 
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In the Sonatina Dallapiccola might seem to have followed the lead given by many 
other composers, particularly those who can be described as "neoclassical" in charac-
ter, in placing thematic material taken from a classical composer within a more mod-
ern context. The examples of Stravinsky's use of Pergolesi's themes in Pulcinella, Al-
fredo Casella's treatment of Domenico Scarlatti in his Scarlattiana, and Ottorino 
Respighi's use of lute-dances in his Antiehe Arie e Danze spring most readily to mind. 
The "neoclassical" impulse which prompted each of these examples is very clear, but 
Dallapiccola's case is puzzling, since his aversion to neoclassicism was clearly and 
frequently expressed. We must, therefore, look elsewhere for the motive which might 
have driven him to use the Paganini themes in the way which he does. In the Sonatina 
Dallapiccola created a work which, despite its thematic basis in music from an earlier 
musical era, is in fact far removed from the neoclassical aesthetic so beloved of ltalian 
composers at that time. The work represented, rather, an approach to the music of an 
earlier era which had perhaps more in common with Busoni's attempts, in his colour-
ful pianistic re-workings of earlier music, to undertake a kind of exploration of the 
compositional possibilities suggested by the original material: thus, a kind of "re-
search" of the material rather than an evocation of its extemal characteristics within a 
more "modern" context, which the neoclassical composers had attempted. 
0 
dolce 
Example la: Niccolo Paganini: Capriccio No. 20: B. 1-9. 
B? 
The nature of Dallapiccola's explorations of the Paganini-material are clear right 
on the first page of the first movement, which is reproduced as Example 1: here, he 
retains Paganini's 6/8 metre in the upper part, whilst the lower part is set out in 3/4, 
and most importantly he adds a middle-voice to the melody-and-drone form in which 
Paganini's original had been cast, in 6/4 metre and consisting of a canon by augmen-
tation of the upper melody but without its attendant octave-displacements. By this 
means, a contrapuntal texture in three layers is created of the greatest melodic and 
rhythmic contradistinction. The "contrapuntalisation" of the Paganini material, which 
can be seen by comparing the two "versions" shown in Example 1, that is to say, the 
creation of several layers of material from the single layer of Paganini 's original, can, 
I think, be likened to the placing of a jewel within a new and more colourful setting, 
one in which its chracteristics are revealed in a new and intriguing light. 
The octave-displacements in the upper part, besides adding a constantly changing 
coloration to the melody, also at the same time suggest a more angular contour of 
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leaping sevenths, and again this element is not present in Paganini's original. From 
bar 9, which I have marked with an asterisk in Example 1 b, the superimposition of the 
first and the second phrases of the given original adds a further layer to the contra-
puntal complexity of the passage. At the same time, the parallel sixths which Paganini 
had introduced in the second statement of the theme are echoed in the organum-like 
fourths quasi suoni armonici ofthe upper melody, this later changing to sixths (at bar 
17) and ninths ( at bar 21 ), as though simply to enrich the harmonic resonance of the 
latter part of this passage. A pedal-note E-flat line, which is sustained throughout by 
gentle reiterations, underpins the whole contrapuntal texture: whereas Paganini had 
moved from the pedal-note at cadential points, Dallapiccola retains the pedal-D 
throughout. 
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Example lb: Dallapiccola: Sonatina Canonica: I: B. 1-17, extracts reproduced by 
kind permission of Suvini Zerboni, Milan. 
lt is, however, in the third movement of the work that we find the greatest degree 
of elaboration and "contrapuntalisation" of the original material, moving it not only in 
the direction of canonic rigour, but also towards a certain loosening of the tonality at 
moments, a loosening which the canonic complexity itself creates. This movement is 
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reproduced in füll in Example 2. The composer himself described this movement as a 
"Canon Cancrizans in which even the trills and ornaments are Cancrizanned:" all of 
the movement is based upon just the first eight bars of Paganini 's eleventh Capriccio, 
repeated three times in the course of the movement, separated by double-barlines and 
gradually ascending through the various registers of the piano. The three sections of 
the movement are distinguished by the canonic techniques which are employed within 
each one: in the first, a simple canonic imitation between two bass-voices of the first 
four bars ofthe theme (bars 1-4); in the second, a fuller statement of Paganini's origi-
nal theme (bars 5-12), fo!lowed by the crab-canon to which the composer referred 
(bars 13-20); and finally another simple canon of the opening bars of the theme, sug-
gesting a modulation to F major and coming to rest on its dominant (bars 21-26). 
Example 2: Dallapiccola: Sonatina Canonica: III: T. 1-26, extracts reproduced by 
kind permission of Suvini Zerboni, Milan. 
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Dallapiccola' s desire to explore to the füll the contrapuntal possibilities of the 
thematic material in the central portion of this movement gives rise to a passage in 
which the canonic intricacies clearly take precedence over harmonic considerations, 
creating harmonic and textural complexities which tax to the utmost the pianist's skill 
in the articulation of contrapuntal strands. The retrograde canon between two treble 
strands also to a remarkable degree prefigures the intricacies of serial construction 
which the composer was to employ in subsequent compositions, beginning with the 
Liriche Greche which were composed immediately after the Sonatina. The placement 
of a retrograde canon at such a central point in the short movement, creating a 
strongly focused axis at the mid-point at which the melody goes into reverse, was to 
become a characteristic of several important later serial compositions of Dallapiccola. 
The Sonatina Canonica cannot simply be viewed as another example of Dallapic-
cola' s activities as an editor or transcriber of older music, that is to say, as a further 
extension towards the ' creative' rather than the 're-creative' field of the kind of work 
which he bad just completed on Monteverdi 's II ritorno di Ulisse in patria. Nor can it 
be viewed as an example of the "neoclassical" tendency which had dominated Italian 
music during the previous couple of decades. lt must, it seems to me, be seen as an 
essential part of bis fully creative activity, as a kind of "workshop" in the tonal arena 
of the contrapuntal and canonic techniques which were to be an essential element of 
the text-settings of Ancient Greek poetry which he was to make in the Liriche Greche. 
The composer would later say that before he embarked upon a step into unknown ter-
ritory, he liked to take a step back into more familiar ground: here in the Sonatina 
Canonica, on the eve ofhis move into new and relatively unknown lands in the works 
which he was to write immediately afterwards, we can find important connecting-
threads between the "old" and the "new." One can in fact say that the Sonatina Can-
onica, far from being merely a piece written to fulfil a publisher' s temporary needs, 
bad become instead an important and indeed a vital key to our understanding of all 
Dallapiccola's later music. 
